GOETHE   AS   NOVELIST
could later overcome his pessimism by playing his part in the
world of affairs, in "Weltgeschaften . . . und im Parlament, bei
Hofe, im Ministerium, auf Gesandtschaftsposten". In Germany,
on the other hand, no relief for private disabilities could be
obtained from public service. In the eighteenth century a young
German like Werther lived a dreary existence "in einem schlep-
penden, geistlosen, burgerlichen Leben". His suicide was the
result not merely of maladjustment, but also of a total lack of
opportunities for adjustment. A finely-tempered, sensitive and
gifted youth who was not artistically creative, when he was
born into such a void, was easily driven to the resolve to take his
own life.
When Goethe, speaking as the "editor", appealed for our
admiration and our sympathy, he was thinking of these aspects
of Werther's character and his fate. He presents a situation which
makes it impossible for the reader to maintain a censorious atti-
tude. Werther's self-destruction is inevitable from the moment
when his story begins to unfold. As early as the 22nd of May he
thinks of suicide as a means to escape from the "prison" of life.
It has been said, however, that the point when he does commit
this act is chosen arbitrarily, since it might have occurred earlier
or later. This is not the whole truth, for Goethe's novel is a
masterpiece of artistic economy. Werther's suicide becomes an
inescapable necessity only when every other avenue of redress
has been tried by him and found wanting, and when the balance
of his emotional life has been irretrievably disturbed. Werther's
story is the tale of one of life's dilettantes, whom life has maimed
and whom it destroys because his crippled faculties cannot be
restored to health either by nature or by society or by creative
artistic activity or even by faith in God.
Step by step we are taken along the path that leads to his
inescapable end. The story, as it is developed before our eyes,
exhibits every mark of an inevitable occurrence. Werther is a
novel possessing greater tragic power than Goethe later permitted
for this genre in his theory and it is written in language of un-
precedented tragic range and beauty. But it is a novel of an
exceptional kind, since it presents the hero's fate in a series of
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